Address at the ceremony for the delivery of the diploma as Honorary President of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council o f Europe.

Strasbourg 29th March

Ladies and Gentleman

Dear friends

Let me first of all thank you all for your presence here, on this -for me -very happy occasion . As a matter of fact today has become a very important day in what refers to my long standing relationship with the Council of Europe. Earlier, this very morning, I have finished my eight- year mandate as Chairman of the Executive Council of our North South Centre. And now, here we are at the Office of the President of the Parliamentary Assembly, where you are distinguishing me  with the delivery of this diploma through which I become one of the Honorary Presidents of the Council of Europe Parliamentary body.

You will easily imagine how moved I am. And these of you who really know me will also be aware of the fact that my feelings today, and among so many friends, are basically feelings of deep gratitude.

I must admit that sometimes I have been surprised seeing around me a number of people who did not like feeling gratitude and saying thanks to others. Somehow, thanking others  meant to them a certain embarrassment , and even, in some cases, a certain humiliation: that of recognising that they had needed  -and found- the help of others in order to remain on the track.

That has never been my case: perhaps the reason is that I have met in my life many more people ready to give me a hand, than people wanting to break me down. Or perhaps I always preferred taking care of those who showed  friendship that hating those who were unfriendly to me.

That is why today is a great day for me. It is the occasion of saying thanks to so many people: to all of you. Actually the years which I spent as a member of the Parliamentary Assembly were all very good ones; and those of my Presidency were simply the best in my life so far. It was a fascinating time: along these almost four years most of the countries in Eastern and Central Europe joined the Council, and through our Institution they joined the path of freedom, democracy, respect for human rights and for the rule of law. They also found here their way towards the United Europe which will enlarge now, out of many of them, ten years later.

But I said that my main wish is to say thanks to so many friends. First of all to the Bureau of our Assembly which, a year ago, took the decision to nominate me as one of our Honorary Presidents. And then, thanks to the Secretary General Walter Schwimmer, and to the Assembly's President Peter Schieder, and to our predecessor and great friend Louis Jung. I look around us and I only see people with whom I have a tremendous debt of gratitude: Bruno Haller, Mateo Sorinas and his wife Rosér, Klaus Schuman... and then those who were my closest assistants in this very office: Joan, and above all Monique Frühinholz. And I do not see Erik Leijon who, for one reason or another is absent, but I am sure, would have liked to join us. His work too, like that of Monique, was of decisive importance for our success and for that of the Assembly. Marlène Albanese was also a permanent source of inspiration and of support as Secretary of my Socialist Group in the Assembly. Last but not least I have to thank our Ambassadors who were always efficient, and quite soon became not only close partners, but in most cases, great friends.

Let me finish sharing with you another issue which has caused me some surprise, again, here and there. Indeed I was surprised to witness people who had played a significant role at one or another of the structures of the Council of Europe, and then, once they had left, they seemed to have completely forgotten about our Institution; they never mentioned it and even they seemed to have rubbed it off out of their CV. I cannot understand such a strange behaviour, but in any case I want to claim that this is not my kind of approach nor my attitude. I have done quite a few things in my life for which I feel reasonable proud, but none of them reaches the level of esteem which I have for my time as President of our Parliamentary Assembly. That is also why I shall always remain committed to what the Council of Europe is, means and does. This will be my last statement on this occasion: that of restating once more not only my gratitude but also my commitment to all of you and to our Council, wherever I shall be and whatever my responsibilities will be in political life or in civil society. Thank you all and let us all wish and press for the Council of Europe to remain an essential Institution in the European set up. For progress, for dignity and for the wellbeing of Europeans and of the whole mankind.
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